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ABSTRACT

This study in two cycles describes the development of an English oral communication
skills course for students of health sciences at a Finnish university. In the first cycle
attempts were made to increase students' positive affect by developing community,
increasing student security, and providing choice, which was expected to facilitate and
enhance the students' learning. In the second cycle the focus was on providing access for
students to tasks and activities, and more fully integrating all four skills into the syllabus.
This was expected to increase and improve the amount and quality of students' language
production. The findings of this action research process support the view that by
addressing the above factors teachers can contribute to students' positive affect, which in
turn enables students to learn and to enjoy the learning process. The study also indicates
that an approach such as this to language instruction is valid in a Finnish university
setting.

ERIC Descriptors:
Communication Skills
Community
Humanistic Education
Oral Language
Class Activities
Teacher Behavior
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INTRODUCTION

As an EFL teacher in a Finnish university I often asked myself what I could do to help my
students learn better, how I could make the content of my oral communication skills
course more relevant to them, and how I could help them to actually enjoy the learning
process. The search for answers to these questions resulted in an exciting journey into
learning and teaching that profoundly affected me on a personal as well as on a
professional level.

In this paper I will report on the development of my teaching of a communication skills
course for students of health sciences at the University of Jyväskylä in Jyväskylä,
Finland. The changes that were made were inspired by what I learned as a graduate
student in the Summer Master of Arts in Teaching program at the School for International
Training (SIT) in Brattleboro, Vermont from June 1999 to August 2001. Since the
contact teaching of this program took place during two consecutive summers, I will report
in two cycles. The first cycle took place after the first summer at SIT, during my Interim
Year Teaching Practicum, while the second cycle took place after the second summer at
SIT. During the first cycle I had six consecutive groups with a total of 41 students.
During the second cycle I had one group of eleven students.

My assumption was that language learning is greatly affected by the atmosphere of the
learning environment. Therefore, by establishing and developing community in the
classroom, by increasing students' sense of security, and by allowing for student choice,

1

students' positive affect would increase, which in turn would facilitate and enhance their
learning. Another assumption, in the second cycle of the study, was that by more fully
integrating reading and writing into the syllabus and by providing access for students to
all classroom activities, students' positive affect would further increase, and the amount
and quality of their spoken English would also increase and improve.

Data was gathered from students' oral and written feedback. This input was then
categorized according to individual activities, and according to more general topics
related to the learning experience, such as atmosphere, overall impression of the course,
and suggestions for improvement.

The study is structured so that I will first provide its overall context. After this I will
describe the main insights and assumptions upon which the changes I implemented are
based. Next, the tasks and activities of the course, including their purpose, my experience
of the process, and students' reactions to these activities as indicated in their oral and
written feedback will be described. Finally, some conclusions and further changes that I
might make as a result of what I learned through this experience will be discussed. The
approach taken, thus, is one that could be called a teacher-as-a-researcher approach or an
action research approach, as described by Nunan (1993).
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CHAPTER 1:
CONTEXT

The University of Jyväskylä is situated in Jyväskylä, a city in Central Finland with a
population of approximately 80,000 inhabitants. It is one of the largest multi-faculty
universities in Finland, with seven faculties and approximately 14,000 students. In order
to receive their degree, all students of Finnish institutions of higher education, regardless
of their main field of study, must fulfill certain statutory language requirements in their
native language, either Finnish or Swedish, in the second official language, either
Swedish or Finnish, and in one or two foreign languages. The Language Center of the
University of Jyväskylä is responsible for providing this language instruction to students
of the university. Thus, virtually all students of all departments of the university enter our
classrooms at some point during their studies. While English is the most popular foreign
language, German, French, Spanish, Russian, Slovakian, Greek, and Chinese are also
offered. There are currently five full-time lecturers, three native speakers and two nonnative speakers, and six part-time teachers, three native speakers and three non-native
speakers, teaching EFL for academic and professional purposes.

Most students entering the university have already studied English for as many as ten
years in primary and secondary school, and have had an enormous amount of informal
language input through television, videos, movies, and popular music. University
language instruction in English, therefore, is necessarily at a high level. Indeed, while a
few preparatory courses are offered for international students and for Finnish students
whose language skills in English are for one reason or another below the standard, the
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majority of our courses are at the upper intermediate and advanced levels. The basic
courses in English are Text Workshop or, in the Faculty of Sport and Health Sciences,
Text and Terminology, which focuses on academic reading strategies and disciplinespecific vocabulary building, and Communication Skills, which aims at developing
general and professional oral communication. A Finn teaches the former, while the latter
is taught by a native speaker of English. The purpose of these courses is to equip students
with the English skills they will need in their studies, as well as to prepare them
linguistically for their future professional lives. However, since neither of these courses
have a prescribed syllabus, individual teachers are relatively free to make choices
concerning content and methodology. Either one or both of these two basic courses are
required, depending on the faculty. In addition, there are a number of elective courses
offered to students across the disciplines which focus on specific areas such as academic
writing, business writing, conference skills, seminar skills, translation skills, various
topic-specific communication skills, and learner training.

The Communication Skills course that is the focus of this study is taught to students of
gerontology, health education, physiotherapy, and occupational therapy at the Faculty of
Sport and Health Sciences. Students usually take it during their first or second year of
studies, after having taken Text and Terminology, which is a prerequisite. Most students
have already completed a lower degree in the same or a related area of health care before
entering the university, and are practicing professionals. However, a number of those
studying health education come directly from high school. This makes for an interesting
mix of skills and experience. Students range in age from 19 to 55, the average age being
30 to 35. They are almost exclusively women. Their language skills range from the
4

intermediate-mid to the advanced-plus levels of language proficiency according to the
ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines (American Council on the Teaching of Foreign
Languages). Class size is generally between 10 to 15 students, although during the first
cycle of this study there were several unusually small groups of 5 to 7 students. The
course runs for three consecutive weeks, with four hours on Mondays and four hours on
Tuesdays. The reason for this rather intense schedule is that many students live and work
quite far from Jyväskylä, as far away as 300 km, and therefore prefer to come to
Jyväskylä for longer periods of time rather than for, say, two hours three times a week.
While these four-hour sessions can be tiring, students tend to find this schedule to be
extremely effective in activating their oral skills. In addition to the 24 contact hours,
students are expected to complete approximately 16 hours of self-study/distance tasks in
order to be awarded one credit unit.

Motivation to study English tends to be high amongst students of health sciences, often
because the students themselves perceive the need for communicative competence in
English in their present and future professions. Nevertheless, while the majority would
want to develop their oral skills in English, few seem to have specific goals in mind, and
those who do rarely have thought of strategies to reach their goals. A certain amount of
learner training is therefore necessary in order to increase student self-directiveness.
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CHAPTER 2:
BACKGROUND & AIMS

During my first summer in the Summer Master of Arts in Teaching program at the School
for International Training (SIT) in Brattleboro, Vermont, my understanding of the
processes of teaching and learning grew considerably. Because the teaching at SIT is
based on experiential learning, I had the opportunity to experience first hand the effects of
community, security, and choice on my learning. I thus began my Interim Year Teaching
Practicum determined to incorporate these elements into my teaching at the University of
Jyväskylä in Finland. I was interested to see how they would affect my students' affect,
and what repercussions that would have on their learning. I wanted to see how they
would work here: amongst Finnish students in a Finnish university setting. My training
ground was a Communication Skills course for students of health sciences, a course I had
been teaching for seven years. While part of the syllabus for this course remained the
same, my objectives, the classroom arrangement, and the way I taught the course
underwent major changes.

My second summer at SIT brought new challenges and new insights. Again, through my
own learning experiences in a core course, Teaching the Four Skills, the interconnection
of the four skills-- reading, writing, listening, and speaking-- became clear and concrete.
As a result, I decided to try to integrate them more fully in my Communication Skills
course, which, up until that time, involved very little reading or writing. By doing so, I
hoped to provide my students with experiences which would help them to connect to
English in such a way that they would realize that they can feel through the language,
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and, moreover, that they can use it to express those feelings. Also during the second
summer, I became aware of the need to provide access for my students to every activity
and task I asked them to participate in. Thus, pre-reading/writing/listening/and speaking
activities were incorporated into my teaching in a new way.

The main issues, then, that I explored during the first cycle were the effects of
community, security, and choice on student learning, and during the second cycle, the
integration of the four skills and the provision of access.

Community
Having taught in Finland for 13 years, my experience of Finnish students is that they tend
to be teacher-dependent, rather than interdependent, learners in classroom situations. The
idea that they could actually learn from each other, and that this could happen in a
language classroom, seems to be quite foreign to them. Because I believe that learning
takes place best in community, I wanted to create an atmosphere in which community
could develop. I began by changing the seating from the more traditional set-up with
students sitting in rows facing the teacher, or students and teacher sitting around a long
table, to students and teacher sitting in a circle facing each other without desks in front of
them. With the circle I hoped to indicate to the students that they were not alone in the
particular learning situation, that in fact there were, for example, nine other students with
them, and that the teacher was also part of that group. Simply for practical purposes, it
enabled all members of the circle to see and hear every other member at any given
moment, which is definitely a plus in a learning situation.
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With actual content, I attempted to provide "control," i.e. to structure classroom tasks and
activities in a way that would "lead the students to exercise their 'initiatives' in ways that
involve cooperation and mutual interdependence" (Stevick, 1998, p. 41), expecting this to
encourage a feeling of community to develop. To achieve this I took a more task-based
approach, in which the classroom activities are based on authentic, relevant, and
meaningful tasks which involve learners in "comprehending, manipulating, producing or
interacting in the target language while their attention is principally focused on meaning
rather than form" (Nunan, 1989, p.10). My hope was that by providing opportunities for
genuine communication, students would make meaning together, thus engaging in the
process of becoming "persons," as Brown (2000) discusses it, to themselves as well as to
each other. Increasingly, I saw my role as a facilitator as well as a teacher, whose
responsibility it was to provide structure and a nurturing context for the learners to
construct their meanings in interaction with other learners involved in the same activity
(ibid.).

According to Stevick (1998) in his review of Community Language Learning (CLL), a
group of learners is more likely to develop into a community when the teacher is also
acting as a "counselor". This role is most clearly seen during the oral feedback sessions
that are an integral part of the Community Language Learning approach to language
teaching. Scheduling in reflective oral feedback sessions, therefore, was another way in
which I encouraged community to develop. In a Finnish academic context, feedback,
when solicited, is generally given in written form, anonymously, and almost exclusively
at the end of a course. It primarily benefits the teacher and future groups of students by
providing the teacher with information that can be used in adjusting the course for the
8

next group of students. So it was quite unusual, though not awkward, when periodically
during the course I sat with the students in the circle and asked them to reflect on the
following questions: In the course up until now, what has helped your learning, and why?
What hasn't helped your learning, and why? The emphasis thus shifted from providing
the teacher with information for future use, to students reflecting on their own learning
and providing the teacher with information that would affect them personally. This not
only clarified for me how they were experiencing the course, it also gave them a window
into each other's experience of the course. In each case, I attempted to respond with a
counseling response, in that way indicating to the students that I considered their
experience to be valid, and that it was safe to make both positive and negative
observations. According to Stevick's understanding of Curran, the creator of CLL, a
counseling response has the following seven characteristics:
•

It has a verbal but also a nonverbal side: words, but also body language and tone
of voice.

•

It is supportive and nonjudgmental.

•

In its form, it is an attempt to verify that the counselor is understanding what the
other person is communicating, particularly in the realm of feelings.

•

In its purpose, it aims not only at verifying the counselor's understanding, but also
at leaving the other person with the assurance of having been understood and
accepted (though not necessarily agreed with).

•

It reflects the literal message of what the speaker has just said, but also takes into
account the speaker's feelings.
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•

It is nondirective: the counselor doesn't try to tell the other person what to do or
how to react.

•

It is nondefensive: the counselor doesn't resort to self-defense if criticized or
attacked. (ibid., pp. 72-73)

A further way in which community was developed was by having the students assess each
other's oral presentations. Their assessment, however, was not to be of the "this was
good; this wasn't" variety. Instead, each student's response would be based on her/his
personal experience of the presentation, and would attempt to answer the following
questions: What worked for you as a member of the audience in this presentation? Why?
What helped you to understand the information you received? What helped you to stay
interested and focused? What didn't work for you in this presentation? Why? Again,
though most students were unfamiliar with this type of peer assessment, the concrete
experience of receiving honest feedback from one's peers was considered to be extremely
helpful. It also clarified for students that they could indeed learn from each other.

Security
Curran (1976) sees learners as "whole persons", who "seem to learn best in an atmosphere
of personal 'Security'". He claims that when learners feel secure, they are "freed to
approach the learning situation with an attitude of willing openness" (p. 6). Stevick
(1998) concurs by suggesting that security is the learner's most basic need. He goes on to
say that "in a task-oriented group like a language class, the student's place is at the center
of a space that the teacher has structured, with room left for the student to grow into" (p.
47). This picture has been very helpful to me personally in my understanding of student
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security. My task is to create this learning space for my students, a space in which they
will feel safe and can grow as speakers of English, as learners, and as persons. I have
done my best to provide structure to this learning space by listing the activities for each
class period on the board so that students would know what to expect, by giving clear oral
and written instructions in order to accommodate both auditive and visual learners, and by
practicing neat transitions so as to increase clarity. I have tried to keep the tasks doable,
yet challenging, and have indicated to the students, both implicitly and explicitly, that
errors are a natural part of the learning process and are therefore good. I have also tried
to set the tone for the interpersonal atmosphere by showing genuine interest in the
students and by taking on the role of counselor during the oral feedback sessions. In
addition, to further lower student anxiety I have had background music playing when
students enter the classroom and during pair work and group work. All of this I have felt
to be necessary because of my Finnish students' often traumatic experiences from high
school English classes where accuracy was stressed above all, particularly in the case of
more mature students.

Choice
Counseling-Learning/Community Language Learning introduced me to the concept of
freedom within limits. In other words, as a teacher I would need to structure tasks in such
a way that they would give learners appropriate choices which help them remain secure in
their own learning process. This can be seen as the first step toward developing learner
self-directiveness. Stevick (ibid.) suggests four ways in which the teacher can help
learners to take such "strong and satisfying 'initiatives'". These are:
1. by structuring classroom activities
11

2. by making it easy for the learners to know how what they have done or said
compares with what an established speaker would have done or said
3. by setting the interpersonal atmosphere in the class, and
4. by conveying enthusiasm and conviction (pp. 32-34)
Choice is thus clearly seen as dependent upon student security.

Providing choice in practice meant, among other things, going back and looking at all the
activities and tasks I had in my course, and asking myself: "How can I include an element
of choice in this activity and still reach the learning outcomes I am hoping for?" Though
in certain tasks I did not feel it was necessary to provide for choice, in other activities it
evolved quite naturally and had the effect of making the activity richer and more
interesting.

Integration of the Four Skills
For many years my Communication Skills course focused almost exclusively on speaking
and listening. There was very little reading, and writing was limited to the writing of
personal language learning goals and a one-page essay on the topic of each student's oral
presentation. In order to stimulate meaningful discussion in English, I would often put
students into groups of threes or fours and give them a topic for discussion that I felt
would be culturally and/or professionally relevant. What I kept coming up against,
though, was an inability or unwillingness, as I understood it at the time, on the part of the
students to discuss the assigned topics. As an extroverted Greek-American, trained by
both of my cultures to always have and express an opinion, I found it very difficult to
understand this behavior. My response, therefore, was to find new topics that would
12

somehow be more appropriate or interesting. This, of course, did not bring the desired
results, though some topics did seem to generate more discussion than others. I attributed
this lack of response to the characteristic Finnish reticence (Sallinen-Kuparinen, 1986).
A definite turning point in my thinking came during my second summer at SIT when I
participated in the core course Teaching the Four Skills. There, as I became familiar with
the works of Beach (1993), Dvorak (1986), Elbow (1986), Grabe (1991), Grellet (1981),
Raimes (1991), Spack (1993), and Zamel (1992), I realized that the four skills
complement and reinforce each other in the language classroom to such a degree that it
simply does not make sense to exclude any one in favor of another. Writing in response
to listening to or to reading a text gives students a voice which otherwise might never be
found or heard. This, then, along with the more task-based approach that was adopted in
the first cycle of this study, was the answer to my so-called Finnish problem. By my
asking my students to write in response to a text, a picture, or a thought, they were finding
something to say; they were finding their voice.

An interesting by-product that I had not anticipated of listening to or reading a text and
responding to it by writing, was the way in which it provoked feelings of delight, sadness,
anger, and other such emotions in me as a listener, reader, and/or writer. I found myself
wanting to give my students the opportunity to connect to the language in this way: to
have experiences of feeling through the language and expressing those feelings in the
language. In other words, I wanted their relationship with the language to develop and to
go deeper. Moreover, I was very interested to see how far I could go with this within the
framework of a 24-contact-hour course.
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Access
One of the major insights I gained through participating in the Teaching the Four Skills
course was the immense importance of investigating whether or not my students can
access what I am asking them to do. Up until that time, I had expected them as adult
learners at the intermediate to advanced levels to simply jump into any given activity. I
felt that it was their responsibility to fill in any knowledge or process gaps they might
have. Now I realize that it is in fact my responsibility. As a result of input from the Four
Skills course, including a reading on schema theory by Carrell and Eisterhold (1983), I
now first consider existing schemata that students may have which I would need to
activate, or if necessary provide them with new schemata, in order to help them have
access to the activity. Mind maps and word splashes have therefore found their way into
my teaching, as pre-reading/writing/listening/and speaking activities have taken on a new
importance.
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CHAPTER 3:
FIRST CYCLE
"Success or failure in a language course depends less on linguistic analyses and
pedagogical techniques, than on what goes on inside and between the people in the
classroom." Earl Stevick (1998, p. xii)

The first cycle of this study took place between September 1999 and February 2000. As
previously mentioned, there were six consecutive groups with a total of 41 students. Each
group met on Mondays from 12:00 - 16:00 and on Tuesdays from 8:00 - 12:00 for a total
of six times over three weeks. There was a 20- to 30-minute break halfway through each
class.

Data was gathered during the oral feedback sessions held at the end of the second and
fourth days of the course, and from the students' written feedback on the last day of the
course. This input was then categorized according to individual activities, and according
to more general topics related to the learning experience, such as overall impression of
the course, atmosphere, and suggestions for improvement.

In this chapter I will first describe the basic changes I made in the overall implementation
of the course, including changes in the classroom environment, types of activities used,
and the type of student feedback solicited. Students' reactions to these changes are also
presented. Next, I will provide the course outline by listing the tasks and activities that
were covered on each of the six days. Then, taking each activity in turn, I will describe
the activity, state the purpose of the activity along with my impression of the process,
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and, whenever possible, provide the students' assessment of the activity based on their
oral and written feedback. Finally, I will share students' comments on the course in
general, suggestions they gave for improvement, and how they felt the course affected
their learning.
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OVERALL CHANGES IN COURSE IMPLEMENTATION
In order to give more emphasis to creating a positive learning environment certain basic
changes were made in the overall implementation of the course. These included changes
in the classroom environment, use of cooperative methods, and reflective feedback
practices.

1. CHANGES IN THE CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT
The Circle
Perhaps the most difficult change to implement was the rearranging of the physical
setting of the language classroom, because it seemed to go so against the grain of
traditional Finnish academic culture. As was mentioned in Ch 2, by setting up the chairs
in a circle I wanted to indicate to the students that they were not alone in the learning
situation, thus encouraging a sense of community to develop. Simply for practical
purposes, it enabled all members of the circle to see and hear every other member at any
given moment. In addition, being a member of the circle helped put me on a more equal
footing with my students. Because of the limitations of the classrooms I needed to teach
in, it was not always possible to set up the chairs in a circle. Having the circle whenever
it was possible, though, seemed to reinforce the message: "We are in this together."
While students did not generally mention the circle in their feedback, one student
articulated what I believe many were experiencing: "The circle is good. It's so natural to
speak this way. It's easier to come to the circle now. It's safe..." (oral feedback at the end
of day 4). Another commented that sitting in the circle helped them to participate
actively.
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Music
During my summers at SIT I noticed the soothing effect that music had on me when it
was playing as I entered a classroom. It helped me to gather myself and prepare myself
for the learning that was going to take place. Following that model, I decided to try using
music in my own classes. Knowing that the use of music was quite unusual in a Finnish
university context, I was particularly interested to see how my students would react to it.
Would it actually help lower student anxiety, or would it be disturbing? I used some light
jazz (Justo Almario: Forever Friends) and acoustic piano (David Rosen: The Treasure).
My intention was to have music playing before each class began, although in practice it
was not always possible. I also had background music playing during much of the
pair/group work, during the timeline exercise (see pp. 30-32), and during the written
feedback at the end of the course. I felt it gave the classroom a light and relaxed
atmosphere, and I expected that that would make the students feel more comfortable,
which in turn would make it easier for them to speak English. Students seemed to agree.
They said that background music was relaxing, and that it created a good and positive
atmosphere. One student commented that having background music during the pair and
group work was good because "that way others can't hear!" Though I had not anticipated
this reaction, it does not surprise me. Many Finnish students feel uncomfortable speaking
English around other Finns in particular. In fact, over the years students have confided on
more than one occasion that they fear their fellow classmates are listening to all their
mistakes.
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2. CHANGES IN TYPES OF ACTIVITIES
Warm-up activities
Most four-hour class periods began with a warm-up activity, the purpose of which was to
activate the students' spoken language and to set the tone for the day's work. Physical
movement was often a part of the activity, which made it fun and gave the class a light
atmosphere. At the same time, because of the element of cooperation incorporated in the
activities, they served to develop a feeling of community amongst the students. In their
feedback, students were positive about the warm-ups, saying that they "helped to go
further" and that they "get the group going." As she considered what helped her learning,
one student wrote: "I really need to warm up before I can learn something new."
Similarly, when a warm-up activity was skipped because the class was late getting
started, a student commented that it was harder for her to concentrate and to learn, while
another articulated very clearly: "The warm-up was missing from the beginning of class
today. It was hard to start speaking English. It's been a whole week!"

Pair and small group work
Throughout the course, emphasis was placed on pair work and small group work rather
than on whole-class discussions, helping students to feel more secure. This was based on
the assumption that it is easier, and perhaps more natural, to speak a foreign language
with one other person or in a small group than it is to do so in a larger group. As the
combination of students forming the pairs and groups constantly changed, each student
had the opportunity to work with every other student at some point during the course.
This led to an increase in the degree of community that could be attained during the short,
24-hour course. The tasks and the topics were chosen on the basis of their personal
19

and/or professional relevance to the students, with the view of increasing students'
motivation and willingness to engage in the task. My hope was that students would so
engage with the task that they would use English simply as a means of communication, as
a tool to get the job done.

In their feedback, students consistently mentioned how helpful the pair work and small
group tasks were. The reason most commonly given was that in pairs and small groups
there were more opportunities to speak, and therefore to really practice and develop oral
skills. As one student succinctly put it: "No one was left standing in a corner." This was
followed by the opinion that the topics were interesting, relevant, and meaningful. In
fact, several students expressed a strong need to actively participate as a result of the
topics discussed. This is seen in comments such as: "The topics are that kind that you
have to talk!" and, "It's been a shock to realize how difficult it is to express my opinions.
But I must because I really want to say them, because the topics are so relevant and
interesting!" Others mentioned that it was good to discuss professional issues because
they knew a lot about the topics, and because they were very familiar with the vocabulary
from the books and journals they needed to read for their studies. Another reason often
mentioned for the effectiveness of pair work and small group tasks was that the situations
were safe and "friendly," which helped students to relax and to speak without constantly
thinking of their mistakes. For example, one student wrote: "Everyone could try, and
others helped if I didn't know how to express my thoughts." Also cited as helpful was that
the tasks could be done on many levels and that each one could participate at her/his own
level.
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In contrast to the pair work and small group work, one student wrote: "The discussions in
one big group at the beginning of this course (Ithaca, learning statements) did not help
my learning. These situations made me quite nervous and that didn't help me to speak
English." However, the same student went on to say that in similar situations later on in
the course it became easier to take part in the discussions. This sense of progress was
reflected in other feedback as well. In an oral feedback session after 16 contact hours
another student commented that "speaking is getting easier," while after 8 contact hours
yet another said: "I'm not nervous anymore. I'm enjoying it now."

3. CHANGES IN TYPE OF STUDENT FEEDBACK
A key change in the teaching of this course was the inclusion of reflective oral feedback
sessions in the spirit of Community Language Learning (see Ch 2 of the present study,
pp. 8-10). These feedback sessions took place twice during the course: after the first
eight hours and again after the next eight hours, and lasted approximately eight to ten
minutes. On occasion, spontaneous oral feedback on a specific activity was also solicited.
At the end of the course, as had been my custom, I asked for written feedback. In all
forms of feedback the emphasis shifted from student evaluation of the course and the use
of questions such as: What was good about this course? What wasn't good about this
course? to learner training and such questions as: What has helped your learning? Why?
What hasn't helped your learning? Why? Oral feedback was done exclusively in English,
but students had the option of writing either in Finnish or in English on the written
feedback. This option was based on the assumption that students might be able to go
deeper in their comments through the use of their L1. This seemed to be helpful
particularly to those students who were at the intermediate level. Before feedback began,
21

students were reminded to use I statements, that is, to speak from their own personal
experience. During oral feedback sessions in which I sat with the students in the circle I
responded with an active listening or counselor response to indicate to students that I had
understood what they had said. In addition, I made it clear from the beginning that
negative as well as positive observations were acceptable.

The goals of these oral feedback sessions were to increase student security and to develop
community, as well as to give me an indication of how the students were experiencing the
tasks and activities, and the course as a whole. In the process, students had the
opportunity to use the target language to make observations and express emotions which
otherwise might never have been articulated. It was very significant to the success of the
course that students were given time and space to make comments such as: "I'm having a
bad day today." "I feel pressured; I'm having a hard time coping with my studying load."
"I'm tired after the first two hours; by the end of class I can't find words anymore." and,
"It takes energy to speak English!" Equally important were the more positive
observations such as: "The atmosphere in class makes me free to say what I think." "It's
good to be able to express our own view." "It's good to get feedback on our language; you
never get it-- so you never learn!" and, "What helped my learning? The way you lead us
through the tasks: the meaning, what you expect. You take the time to explain. I know
there's a point behind the exercises." Finally, oral feedback sessions gave students a time
and place to process what they were experiencing. This can be seen in the following
comment: "I'm so relaxed… Why?…Is it because the level of exercises is good for me…?"
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Many students did indeed seem to welcome these opportunities to give feedback. Others,
however, chose to remain silent. This might have been because they felt uncomfortable
in the situation. It might also have been because they had nothing specific to comment
about, or, as is typical of communication behavior amongst Finns, chose to listen rather
than to express their own opinions (Sallinen-Kuparinen, 1986; for a review of Finns as
communicators and language users see Räsänen, 1996, pp. 70-79). Out of all the
students, only one commented on the oral feedback sessions in her written feedback at the
end of the course. Her comment, however, was extremely encouraging to me personally,
as I am in the process of learning to receive feedback without being threatened by it. She
wrote: "You…take feedback as it comes, and it has a good effect on the whole process."
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INDIVIDUAL ACTIVITIES AND TASKS
I will now turn to the individual activities and tasks that were included in the course, as
seen in the syllabus on the following page. These are presented according to days, in the
order in which they came. Though adjustments were made between groups due to class
size and student needs, the basic outline remained the same. For each activity there is
first a description of the Procedure, which is followed by the Purpose of the activity
along with my experience of the Process, and finally the students' assessment of the
activity based on their oral and written Feedback. It is worth mentioning, however, that
students did not comment on all activities; therefore, there are some activities for which
there is no student assessment. Nevertheless, most activities fit into the categories of
either warm-up activities or pair and small group work, students' comments on which can
be seen on the preceding pages of this chapter.
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SYLLABUS (1ST CYCLE)
Day 1: Introduction
Warm-up activity: "My name is _________, and I always wanted to be…"
Ice-breaking activity: What kind of a person are you?
Ithaca
Small talk: 3 Things
Group discussion: Learning statements
Day 2: Timeline visual
Interviews and introductions
Setting personal goals for learning English
Introduction to language learning strategies
Oral feedback
Day 3: Warm-up activity: Manipulating language
Academic reporting: Newspaper/journal articles (group work)
Day 4: Warm-up activity: Amnesia
Visual of health + definition
Spelling practice
Oral feedback
Day 5: Symposium (oral presentations)
Day 6: Symposium (continued)
Debriefing of presentations
Vocabulary review
Closure & Written feedback
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DAY 1:
Warm-up activity: "My name is _________, and I always wanted to be…"
Procedure: Students and teacher sit in the circle. Teacher explains the activity, and gives
everyone a minute to think about what they always wanted to be when they were children,
teenagers, or young adults. Teacher then begins by saying his name and what he always
wanted to be, in my case, a concert violist. The person to his right then introduces the
teacher to the group by saying his name and what he always wanted to be, and then
introduces her/himself by giving similar information. The next person in the circle
introduces both the teacher and the previous student, and then her/himself. This goes on
until the last person in the circle introduces everyone else before finally introducing
her/himself.

Purpose & Process: This activity was light and playful and set the tone for the course. It
introduced the course participants to me as well as to each other. Even if they already
knew each other, they rarely knew what each one wanted to be as a child. The sharing of
this small piece of personal information by each of the participants with the whole group
began the process of community formation. It also provided me with the opportunity to
hear each student's English and to get a general idea of her/his level of spoken English.
At the same time, it helped students to break the speaking barrier right from the beginning
of the course. Inevitably there were also surprises, e.g. someone shared that they always
wanted to be a truck driver or a housewife, aspirations that are somewhat humorous in a
university setting. This often caused laughter, which aided in releasing tension and
making the atmosphere more pleasant and supportive.
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Ice-breaking activity: What kind of a person are you?
Procedure: Having become familiar with each other's names, students now go on to learn
a bit more about each other. Teacher gives each student a handout with ten questions (see
Appendix A), and students spend a few minutes answering the questions for themselves.
The questions are then divided up amongst the students, who are responsible to get
responses to the questions assigned to them from as many people as possible during the
allotted time, which is approximately 10-12 minutes. Students should also find out why
people responded as they did. Music is playing in the background as students circulate.
When the time is up, students come back to the circle and report on their findings.

Purpose & Process: The purpose of this activity was to get the students to start speaking
to each other in English from the outset of the course. The fact that all of them were
equally vulnerable in this task, and that they needed each other in order to complete it,
brought the process of community development one step forward. Many students had had
few opportunities to speak English during the past years and were therefore quite
apprehensive about speaking. However, by having to get out of their seats and circulate
they seemed to forget their fear of speaking, and focused on getting the information they
needed. The questions were non-threatening, simple but at the same time interesting, and
at least several of them could be taken on different levels.

Ithaca
Procedure: Teacher hands out a copy of this poem to each student. Teacher reads the
first stanza, and then students who have been asked by the teacher before the beginning of
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class read the second, third, and fourth stanzas. Teacher then asks students what they
think the poem is about. Students and teacher discuss the poem in the circle.

Purpose & Process: This poem (see Appendix B) by the Greek poet Constantine Cavafis
describes a journey to the Greek island of Ithaca. My hope was that students would be
able to make the connection between the journey described in the poem and the present
course, which also was a kind of journey. We were traveling companions on this 24-hour
journey, and there were all kinds of discovery and learning just waiting to take place. The
implicit message was that the students could learn not only from the teacher, but also
from each other on the level of both content and language, and that they were in fact each
other's best resources. This is a very Suggestopedic poem that seemed to create a sense of
expectancy.

Feedback: In her written feedback at the end of the course, one occupational therapist
responded to this activity very elegantly: "The first situation at the beginning of this
course, Ithaca, was very significant to me. I use a lot of images of things when I handle
things. The situation gave me positive feelings for this course and helped me to bind
myself to this course. It influenced my attitude to the course… Maybe I'll find the pearl."

Small talk: 3 Things
Procedure: Each student is given a handout (see Appendix C), and is asked to think of
her/his responses to the questions for a few minutes. Then, turning to the person next to
them, students discuss their responses, using them as a springboard for conversation.
Teacher tells students not to worry too much about accuracy, just to relax and let the
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language flow. Teacher circulates, listening to but not correcting students' language, only
giving a word or phrase when asked.

Purpose & Process: The questions in this activity were actually typical, non-threatening
small talk topics. Since Finnish students are often unsure of their ability to engage in this
genre of discourse, I felt it was particularly important for them to practice it. In addition,
this activity further activated students' general spoken English on the first day of the
course, and helped them recall both vocabulary and structures. Judging from their
animated conversations and the level of noise, it seemed to serve its purpose. While some
pairs started off slowly, hesitantly, others jumped right in. A few pairs went into such
detail in their discussions that they barely got past the second heading. Students felt
secure because the topics were easy to discuss and it was safe to do so in pairs, without
everyone else listening. Framing the activity as a fluency activity rather than an accuracy
activity also helped to make the situation less threatening. At the same time, community
had a chance to develop further as a result of this sharing between equals. When their
conversations subsided after about 20-25 minutes, I gave a short lecturette on the function
of small talk in Anglo-American culture. My purpose was to affect a change in the
students' attitude toward small talk: that it is more than just the superficial chatter many
Finns seem to consider it to be. In fact, it is a very clever strategy to find "matching
colors" with others, and an essential skill, particularly in international, professional
contexts such as the international congresses that many of these students will attend in the
future.
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Group discussion: Learning statements
Procedure: Teacher writes the following three statements on the board: Learning takes
place best in community. You are your own best resource. We are each other's best
resources. In groups of three or four, students discuss the statements for approximately
ten minutes, and then come back to the circle for a class discussion.

Purpose & Process: The purpose of this activity was to encourage students to think about
and to articulate their own learning process. It thus provided them with an opportunity to
go beyond small talk, to discuss abstract concepts. It also brought up the issue of
community and learning in community once again, this time explicitly, having touched on
it in the Ithaca activity. The depth of discussion and the degree of student engagement
seemed to depend on the group. Some groups went deep into the meaning of learning,
while others remained on the surface.

DAY 2:
Timeline visual
Procedure: On newsprint, students draw a timeline of their lives up to the present day,
including those events which they feel have been particularly significant in leading them
to choose to study health sciences at the University of Jyväskylä. This links up nicely
with the warm-up activity of the previous day, "My name is ______, and I always wanted
to be…", because it is quite common for people to end up doing something different than
that which they had originally planned to do. What happened along the way? Teacher
gives an example from his own life: how he started off wanting to be a concert musician,
30

studied medicine and qualified as a medical doctor, and is now teaching languages.
Students are instructed to try to think and write in English. Colored markers and crayons
are provided. There is Finnish folk music in the background, which might help students
connect to their roots. Having completed their timeline, students work in pairs to share
their life story with another person in the group. Their language of communication is
English.

Purpose & Process: This activity further activated students' language skills while
providing them with an opportunity to be creative. In addition, it allowed students to take
the time to briefly reflect on their lives, perhaps to discover patterns and purpose. This
made the activity personally relevant, which motivated them to fully engage in it.
Furthermore, they could choose what they included on their timeline, the style, and how
much they wanted to share with their partner. Because of this element of choice, students
felt safe. They knew that they were not being asked to be artists, or to divulge their life
secrets. It was also easier to share life-changing events and personal experiences with
one other person rather than with the whole group, which increased the level of comfort
that students experienced. Because of the personal nature of the content, this activity
enabled students to connect with each other on a deeper level than would otherwise have
been possible, thus helping community to develop. Finally, the combination of drawing,
music, and topic of this activity allowed for a great deal of language to be produced, and
sharing often took place at a very profound level. This can be seen in the following
examples: "Then after high school I fell in love…," "After that I really didn't know what I
wanted to do…," and, "Then my father died, and I started thinking, what is it all about?
What's the purpose in life?"
31

Feedback: Many students pointed to this activity as an example of the creative methods
and the "functional/occupational methods," i.e. the "doing," which helped maintain their
interest, motivated them, and helped them to learn. Several commented specifically that
they liked the drawing, one going further to say that it helped her to relax and made it
easier for her to speak. Only 2 out of the 41 students in the first cycle of this study stated
that they disliked this task: one because she felt she was unable to draw, the other because
she thought the activity was perhaps somewhat superficial, and felt compelled to identify
the significant life events involuntarily.

Interviews and introductions
Procedure: Teacher walks students through a handout of six interview questions. (see
Appendix D) Students then interview each other in pairs, using approximately ten
minutes each. Finally, in the circle, students briefly introduce their partner to the whole
group.

Purpose & Process: The purpose of this activity was to provide students with appropriate
vocabulary and phrases for speaking about their educational and professional
backgrounds and experiences, and to allow them to practice using those terms. Particular
attention was given to those phrases and verb tenses that are often problematic for Finnish
speakers of English. Cultural input was focused around the question, "What is your area
of expertise?" a question which Finnish professionals often find intimidating. Walking
students through the activity and answering questions before they started increased their
security because they were aware of the issues and knew what was expected of them,
which made it easier for them to work in pairs. This activity also helped to develop
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community in that it made it appropriate for students to ask questions about each other's
backgrounds, direct questions usually being avoided in Finland. This gave them the
opportunity to find similarities in their experiences as well as interesting differences.

Feedback: Students reported that it was helpful to get the input, i.e. the vocabulary,
phrases, and examples, before having to do the interview. They also felt that it was
important to practice the interviews and introductions, to actually use the words.

Setting personal goals for learning English
Procedure: Students are asked to consider what their present and future needs are in
English, and to set one to three short term and long term goals based on those needs.
There should be several concrete strategies for each goal, and results should somehow be
measurable. The goals and strategies should be as focused and specific as possible, as
well as realistic in terms of time, energy, and motivation required.

Students first brainstorm in groups of three as to what their present and future needs in
English are. Results are then pooled, with teacher acting as scribe. Next, based on this
information, students discuss in pairs possible goals that they might set and strategies they
might use to reach those goals. The task is then completed for homework, each student
producing her/his own personal set of goals and strategies. Before handing it in to teacher
for comments, students once more work with their partner to share their goals and
strategies with each other and to help each other fine-tune their work.
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Purpose & Process: The purpose of this task was to raise the students' awareness of the
need of goals and strategies in language learning. Because this was the last required
English course that these students would be taking in the university and, perhaps, in their
lives at large, I felt that it was important to address this issue. Actively and consciously
setting goals in their language learning was a fairly new concept to most of these students,
and as a result their goals often tended to be quite vague. Also, because they were not
language majors, the present course simply being a required language course, they
sometimes seemed reluctant to take this task seriously. However, there were also
students who found the task to be empowering, and really made an effort to produce goals
and strategies that would help them get to where they wanted to go with the language.

Feedback: Student feedback expressed both of the above views. For example, in oral
feedback one student said: "I felt quite negative toward this task" while on the written
feedback another wrote: "Setting goals helped me to direct my learning for the future and
to plan ways I could add to my English knowledge." Another went as far as to say that
the setting of goals in English was the most useful part of the course for her. Somewhere
in between these responses was this one, which I believe indicated that a process was
taking place: "Perhaps I did not find the setting of goals to be so useful-- though I
understand their importance! There need to be goals, but I found it difficult to specify
them in sufficient detail."

Introduction to language learning strategies
Procedure: Teacher briefly introduces language learning strategies, and students are
assigned Rebecca Oxford's Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) for
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homework. During the next class there is a debriefing in the form of a class discussion.
Teacher asks questions such as: According to SILL, which strategy groups do you use the
most? Which do you use the least? Were you surprised by your results? Did you find
strategies that you would consider trying? What other strategies do you use? Do you feel
this gave an accurate picture of your use of strategies? Teacher then invites students to
choose one strategy from each of the six groups of the inventory that they would like to
try out over the next two weeks, and challenges them to do so.

Purpose & Process: This too was basically an awareness-raising activity. It enabled
students to identify strategies that they were already using in their language learning, and
provided them with many examples of different strategies that they could personally
adopt. It also served to support students in their own process of choosing strategies for
their goals in the previous task.

Clearly, most students had never thought of this issue before. They listened attentively
during the teacher's introduction, and showed interest in the materials provided.
However, during the debriefing sessions few students chose to share their opinions, and
the discussions tended to be quite slow.

DAY 3:
Warm-up: Manipulating language
Procedure: Teacher distributes plain white paper and colored markers, and instructs
students to write a word, any word, which comes into their minds. It could be a verb,
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a noun, an adjective, or an adverb. They should use big letters so that the word would
cover the whole page. Teacher then instructs students to come to an open space in the
classroom and to put their words together in such a way that they would make a
meaningful sentence. They might need to add articles, prepositions, or even change the
form of a word.

Purpose & Process: Apart from being a warm-up activity, this was also an awarenessraising activity, the point being that in oral communication situations in real life we need
to use what we have. We simply cannot wait until we have all the grammar and
vocabulary in place that we feel we would need. Rather, we need to creatively
manipulate the language in order to communicate our message. On yet another level, this
exercise helped to develop community because students needed to work together as a
whole group to create meaning. This was important at this point in the course because
there had been a break of a whole week since the last time the group had met.

Because of its game-like nature, this activity provided a playful atmosphere to the
classroom. Students typically looked stunned when instructed to put the words together
to make a meaningful sentence; in fact, there was usually a moment of silence as they
came to terms with the idea. Once they started working on it, though, the process went
quickly forward. There were often several students who took a more active role, and one
or two who seemed to be quite passive. Nevertheless, the results were almost always
creative and amusing, and students, both those who had been active, as well as the more
passive ones, seemed to be genuinely pleased with their final sentence.
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Academic reporting: Newspaper/journal articles
Procedure: Students are put into groups of three. Each group chooses a newspaper or
journal article from a selection provided by the teacher. These health-related articles have
been chosen from the Finnish press and from Finnish professional journals. There are
multiple copies of each article, so that each member of the group has her/his own copy.
Bilingual Finnish/English dictionaries and monolingual English dictionaries are provided
as reference tools. In their groups, students first skim the article and then discuss it in
English, drawing on their own experience of the topic area and bringing into the
discussion any other information they might have on the topic. Students should also
critique the article: Does it give enough information? Is it balanced? Biased?
Misleading? Finally, they write down key words and summarize the main points on a
transparency as they prepare a short group presentation of the article and what was
discussed in their group. Each group then has a turn presenting, with a few minutes
reserved for class discussion after each presentation. Teacher gives general feedback on
the presentations at the end of the session.

Purpose & Process: The purpose of this activity was to develop students' critical thinking
skills and to provide them with an opportunity to discuss professional issues in English.
Since most students were practicing professionals in the field, they normally had a wealth
of experience to share, and lively discussions often developed. Working with both
languages, the articles being in Finnish while the discussion and the presentation were in
English, helped to activate their passive vocabulary and made the task more challenging.
Finally, the group presentations were good preparation for the individual presentations
that would take place the following week.
37

In several groups an attempt was made by the teacher to provide a greater degree of
choice by asking the students to bring in articles that they would like to work on. This,
however, led to practical problems in the area of producing photocopies at short notice,
and several articles were inappropriate for the task. Nevertheless, choice was present in
the activity in that students could choose which article they would like to work on, and
were in control of their group process as long as they kept it in English. In addition,
working together for two-and-a-half hours on a relevant, concrete task to produce a
product, such as the group presentation, served to enhance the community that had been
developing during the course. Because the groups were on their own, with the teacher
circulating only occasionally to make sure that they were on task and to answer questions
which might have come up, the students were each other's best resources in a very real
sense.

Feedback: This activity was popular amongst students. They appreciated and enjoyed the
opportunity to engage in professional discussion, which they found to be both interesting
and instructive.

DAY 4:
Warm-up: Amnesia
Procedure: On a small piece of paper provided by the teacher, students write the name of
a well-known person. This could be a historical person or a present-day person, Finnish
or non-Finnish. Without showing what they wrote, they then tape their paper on the back
of the student to their right. Teacher then announces to the students that they have
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amnesia, and that they need to find out who they are. They must circulate and try to get
information about themselves from the other participants until they are able to guess their
identity. Questions can only be yes/no questions, with no more than three questions per
person.

Purpose & Process: While this activity provided practice in asking and answering yes/no
questions, its primary function in this context was as a warm-up activity to activate the
students' English first thing in the morning. Indeed, moving around the classroom
seemed to wake students up and bring down walls of inhibition in speaking English. It
was light, humorous, and non-threatening, all of which served to increase students'
security and positive affect. This in turn affected the way they engaged with the next,
more demanding, task.

Visual of health + definition
Procedure: In groups of three or four, students use Cuisenaire rods to produce a visual of
health, thereby arriving at a definition which is academically sound and defendable.
Students are encouraged to produce their own negotiated group definition based on their
understanding of the concept, rather than rely on a definition that has been given to them
in their studies. Students write their definition on newsprint and tape it to the wall by
their visual. When all groups are ready, each group presents their visual and definition to
the rest of the class, who then have an opportunity to ask questions and discuss the issues
raised.
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Purpose & Process: The purpose of this activity was to further develop students' general
and professional oral communication skills by allowing them to grapple with a key
concept of their field. Since students often had different viewpoints that needed to be
reconciled, it also provided an opportunity to develop negotiation skills. In the process,
an amazing amount of language was generated. While students were not given a choice
as to which concept they would explore, or whether or not they would use Cuisenaire
rods, they were free to go in whatever direction they chose with the concept. The group
process, as well as the overview of the work of all the groups at the end, helped to further
develop community within the group at large. Finally, working with a visual metaphor
allowed for creativity and provided an element of enjoyment, which greatly enhanced the
learning that took place, resulting in a rich, shared experience.

Students tended to dig deep as they engaged with the meaning of health. Their visuals
were original and creative, and their definitions showed that they had not been satisfied to
stay at the superficial level. It was interesting to note the differences in the students'
definitions, depending on the particular area of health science that they were studying.
For example, a group of gerontology students defined health as "the degree of physical,
mental, and social ability and balance that allows a person to live life to the full as he/she
sees it." In comparison, a group of occupational therapists asserted that: "Health is being
content in life. Healthy people are autonomous, in charge of their lives, have an
occupation which is meaningful to them in a supportive environment, and have the
possibility to influence their own health by involving themselves in meaningful
occupations."
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Feedback: Though none of the students had ever worked with Cuisenaire rods before,
they were very positive about this activity. In their feedback they noted that the rods
enlivened the course and facilitated discussion, and that the discussions were interesting
and "real". They also mentioned that the task gave rise to a lot of new vocabulary, that it
forced them to practice negotiation skills, and that it suited their kinesthetic learning style.

Spelling practice
Procedure: In pairs, students take turns spelling from two different lists of mostly
unknown words, while the other student writes the word down. After having spelled 15
words each, they exchange lists and check their spelling to see where they have made
their mistakes, if any. In this way, students are able to identify the letters they mix up or
have problems remembering. Finally, they spell their names and addresses to each other,
paying particular attention to those letters that they have found to be problematic. When
all pairs are ready, teacher gathers their problem letters on the board and gives tips on
how to remember them.

Purpose & Process: Finnish is often described as a highly phonetic language in that there
is practically full letter and sound equivalence. Thus, each letter is pronounced, and the
pronunciation of the graphic item is highly independent of the neighboring letters.
Therefore, Finnish speakers of English need only pronounce an English word with
Finnish phonetic rules, and the spelling of the word becomes perfectly clear to other
Finns. As a result, after initially learning the English alphabet, Finns rarely need to
actually say the name of a letter in English. To complicate matters further, the English
letter i is named e in the Finnish alphabet, and of course there is also an e in English.
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This leads to Finnish speakers of English who are fairly fluent, but who often cannot spell
their name in English without stumbling. Needless to say, this can be quite embarrassing
in an international, professional situation. The purpose of this task, therefore, was to raise
students' awareness of this problem and to give them concrete suggestions on how to deal
with it.

Nearly all students had certain problematic letters or sounds, which made this activity
relevant to the whole group. They seemed to enjoy doing this highly structured activity,
and were able to find humor in the fact that they were mixing up the letters a, e, and i, or
that they could not hear the difference between c and z. There was a real sense of
camaraderie as they helped each other spell their way through the words.

Feedback: In their feedback, students were very appreciative of this activity, pointing to
the fact that it helped them to remember the names of the letters in English. They also
appreciated the tips for remembering specific letters, e.g. by making associations such as
i am a physiotherapist, and I write e-mail. And, as one student noted about her own
experience, many seemed encouraged to realize that they were not totally helpless.

DAY 5:
Symposium (oral presentations)
Procedure: In order to fulfill the requirements of the course, each student must deliver a
10-15 minute oral presentation. Oral and written instructions for this task are given on
the first day of the course, at which time the teacher also walks the students through a
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handout on the structure of formal presentations in English. Students can choose their
own topic as long as it is in some way related to health sciences. These presentations take
place at the end of the course, usually during the last two sessions, in the form of a minisymposium in which the teacher acts as Chair. Before delivering their presentation,
students must present the audience with a list of five to fifteen key terms or key concepts,
in English and in Finnish, which they consider to be central to the understanding of their
topic. In this way, the audience is more likely to be able to follow the presentation. At
the end of each presentation there is time for questions from the audience and discussion.
After each presentation, both teacher and students give written feedback to the presenter
on a photocopied form. Teacher collects all feedback forms, puts them in an envelope
along with his own, and gives it to the presenter, who is encouraged to do some reflective
writing on her/his own experience of the presentation before reading the feedback forms.

Purpose & Process: By this point in the course students had had multiple opportunities to
use their English, both casual and academic/professional. This task gave them the unique
opportunity to practice giving a formal presentation in English in a professional, yet safe
and friendly, environment. The instruction provided beforehand, and particularly the
handout mentioned above, increased student security in that they knew exactly what was
expected of them, and had a clear model to follow. This model, however, in no way
precluded creativity or originality in their presentations. Instruction was also given on the
way in which to give peer feedback, i.e. to use I statements, to indicate those elements
which facilitated understanding and helped to maintain interest, and why, as well as those
things which prevented this from happening, and why. To ensure full participation,
students could choose to give their feedback either in English or in Finnish. This type of
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peer feedback was possible only because a degree of community had been established
amongst the students in the group. It also seemed to increase the sense of community
experienced by the group.

Feedback: Students were unanimous in their assessment of this task. Although the
audience was familiar and safe, giving a presentation in English was still seen as a high
threshold to overcome which demanded a great deal of preparation. Nevertheless, it was
considered by students to have been worth the effort simply because it gave the concrete
experience of having succeeded in it, and with it the assurance that if needed, they could
do it again. Furthermore, students saw it as a good learning experience because it
provided them with the opportunity to use more demanding language and to practice the
technique of delivering an oral presentation. Several students went on to comment on the
written feedback they had received, which they described as having been useful and
helpful.

DAY 6:
Debriefing of presentations
Procedure: In the circle, students have the opportunity to share what they learned through
the presentation process, i.e. instructions, materials, preparation, delivery, giving peer
feedback, receiving feedback. After students have shared their experiences, teacher then
comments on his experience of the presentations and pulls together the strong points as
well as the points that he feels would still need work. Depending on the group and the
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time available, teacher might choose to use the overhead projector to point out errors of
form, stress, and pronunciation, in which case the circle opens up to a horseshoe.

Purpose & Process: The provision of this opportunity to debrief as a group brought
closure to the presentation experience. It also enhanced community because it indicated
to students that their experiences were valuable to the whole group, which was affirmed
by the fact that other members of the group often showed agreement with what was being
expressed. In other words, many of the experiences the students had were common ones,
and having a short oral feedback session such as this enabled that to come out into the
open. For his part, the teacher's accepting attitude of all comments reinforced the
students' security by indicating to them that their opinions were valid. In addition, by
giving group feedback to the students as described above, no-one felt singled out, which
might otherwise have caused embarrassment.

Vocabulary review
Procedure: Students stand in a wide circle. Teacher blows up a balloon, ties it, and gives
oral instructions. He then says a word in English from one of the key terms lists and
tosses the balloon up into the center of the circle. Whoever remembers the term in
Finnish calls it out as she/he gives the balloon another toss up into the air before it
reaches the floor. Then, whoever is nearest tosses it up again while calling out one of
her/his key terms in English. Whoever remembers it in Finnish calls it out while tossing
the balloon up once again. This goes on for about ten minutes, or until all the key terms
have been used.
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Purpose & Process: This was an enjoyable way to review some professional vocabulary
at the end of an intensive course. It also indicated to the students that language learning
does not need to be difficult, tedious, or boring. It can also be fun. In every group there
was much laughter, and a sense of release.

Closure & Written feedback
Procedure: Back in the circle, teacher comments on how he feels the participants of the
group have progressed in their use of English during their time together. He encourages
them to keep working on the goals they have set for themselves, which they will probably
want to revise and fine-tune from time to time. He also reminds them of the elective
courses offered by the Language Center that they might consider taking in the future.
Finally, he wishes them well, and introduces the final task of the course, which is written
feedback. Each student is given a photocopied form with three simple questions: In this
course, what helped your learning, and why? What didn't help your learning, and why?
Do you have any suggestions for developing this course? Again, students can choose to
write in English or in Finnish. In this way, it is assured that students will be able to
express everything they want to express about their learning and the course. Music plays
in the background as students write their feedback and say goodbye.

Purpose & Process: This brought a sense of closure to the course, and reminded the
students that in the future they would need to be creative in finding ways to continue to
learn English. Having written feedback provided them with a final opportunity to have
their say, which was particularly important for the quieter students who found it difficult
to give oral feedback.
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OTHER EXERCISES:
Pronunciation, Stress, and Intonation
Students' needs in the area of pronunciation were quite predictable. These were usually
mispronunciation of v/w, Finnish pronunciation of the letters y and i, lack of aspiration of
k, p, and t, and mispronunciation of the various s sounds. In addition, errors of stress in
English were not uncommon because Finnish words are always stressed on the first
syllable. Finally, since the range of intonation and pitch is smaller in Finnish than in
English, students often needed instruction in proper intonation. These three areas,
pronunciation, stress, and intonation, were dealt with as they arose. Usually, the teacher
noted errors during a whole class period and then at some point toward the end of class
pointed them out to the whole group. For pronunciation errors, this was done by first
explaining the error, then describing and showing the correct way to produce the sound,
and finally practicing the sound using minimal pairs. Two jazz chants, both by Carolyn
Graham, were also used. For errors of stress, the error was pointed out and words were
grouped to aid memory. For example, the word analysis was often erroneously stressed
on the third syllable rather than the second, and the y and i were both pronounced as in
Finnish. When this was pointed out, the words paralysis and dialysis were provided at
the same time, and students were encouraged to think of other words which might fit the
same model. Finally, for intonation, the deviation was pointed out along with the more
appropriate intonation, which was then repeated several times by the students.

Feedback: Student feedback indicated that the input in pronunciation, stress and
intonation was, for the most part, appreciated and considered to be effective. A few
students, however, felt the exercises were "stressful," "overstressed," or "overly
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mechanical." Some students found it useful to know which sounds were most often
mispronounced by Finnish speakers of English. Amongst other things, the scattered
nature of the pronunciation instruction instead of a lesson in pronunciation was thought to
be good. The jazz chants, which for most students were a new experience, were
considered to be effective because of the repetition of the sound(s) being practiced, which
students said helped them to "hear the sound". They also reported remembering the jazz
chant a week or two later while they were involved in other activities at home or with
their children, which indicated that it was indeed an effective way of practicing the
sounds. However, it was the enjoyable nature of the exercises that was most often
commented on. For example, "The jazz chant was fun… and funny!" and, "The
pronunciation exercises were wonderful! The jazz chant 'Sh! Sh! Baby's sleeping!' is still
playing in my head, and also those words: poles and bowls."

Stretching
Occasionally during the course there was a five-minute stretching break during which a
volunteer would lead the class in several stretching exercises. These breaks were
unscheduled and spontaneous, so students were not expected to be prepared. Many
students majoring in health sciences had a background of sports involvement, and two of
the groups were predominantly physiotherapists, so this was particularly appropriate for
them, not only because of their training, but also because many of them were kinesthetic
learners.

Purpose & Process: Having a stretching break at some point during the four-hour class
was refreshing, both physically and mentally. It also offered students a spontaneous and
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real situation in which to use the language. Above all, it was fun and helped students to
relax, which in turn helped them to learn.

OTHER STUDENT FEEDBACK:
The course in general
Students were overwhelmingly positive about the course. It was described as being
"many-sided, interesting, different, challenging, inspiring, useful, instructive, purposeful,
rewarding, and a very positive experience." One student commented that the course
"focused on what was important," while another felt the course went beyond "just the
studying of English," that the tasks were much broader, and that English was merely the
language of communication. Yet another student noted the built-in process of the course:
"You led us with low enough steps toward the hardest part, the presentation." Several
students identified the "doing" in the course in particular to have helped their learning,
while several others said it was the variety of tasks and teaching methods which made the
course exciting, sustained their interest, and kept them from getting bored. The group
process was seen to have been helpful to some students' learning, students noting that
there was "a good spirit" in the group, and that they worked well together. The small size
of the group(s) was another factor that was considered by some to have been important to
the learning process, as was the teacher's feedback on the language, which was given soon
enough after the activities. The fact that it was an intensive course was also seen as being
positive.
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Nevertheless, by far the greatest number of responses to the question, What helped your
learning? referred to the atmosphere in the classroom and to the teacher. The atmosphere
was described as being "positive, good, nice, fine, wonderful, relaxed, open, comfortable,
trusting, supportive, non-judgmental, warm, encouraging, and challenging." This resulted
in it being "pleasant to come to class," "easy to be in class," "easy to speak," and "easy to
express oneself." It "helped to get supportive learning experiences" and it "made learning
enjoyable." One student expressed this very clearly when he wrote: "Still, what stays
uppermost in my mind is the open and relaxed atmosphere, in which those such as myself
who are less skilled in languages are able to express their own opinions in spite of errors
and without being afraid of them."

The teacher, for his part, was described as being "skillful, professional, encouraging,
supportive, positive toward the students, enthusiastic, inspiring, warm, sensitive, and
honest." Students commented that "You brought the topics to life!" "My motivation
remained high because I got that kind of a feeling that you were really excited about your
work." and, "The teacher was at the same level as the students-- not distant." One student
noted that "You spent a lot of energy in order to create an inspiring atmosphere; you
cared." while another felt, "Nick pays attention to each and every one of us. He is more
interested in what we have to say-- in the meaning-- than in the way we speak or write."
The teacher being a non-Finn, the perception of his English as being "clear" and "easy to
understand," and the fact that he told a lot about himself were also considered by students
to have had a positive impact on their learning.
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Suggestions for improvement
The most common suggestion for improvement of the course, mentioned by 4 students
out of the total of 41, was that it would be longer, that a similar course would be offered
every year, or that there would be a follow-up course. This was followed by the desire
for more individual feedback from the teacher along the way, cited by 3 students out of
the 41. Two students would have wanted more vocabulary review, one of them referring
specifically to the key words of the oral presentations. One student wanted deeper
discussion and exchange of opinions on general topics, while another stressed that there
should be warm-up exercises at the beginning of every class. Two commented on the
teacher's habits that could use improvement, namely his tendency to over-explain the
tasks and his neglecting to finish the class on time. The majority (29) of the students,
however, felt the course was good the way it was.

Effects of the course on student learning
Students often noted how the course had activated their English. This was evidenced by
the fact that they had started to think in English, and would sometimes find themselves
speaking English in Finnish contexts, for example at the dinner table. One student
commented that she would wake up in the morning and English words would come to
her. While most students considered this activation to be a positive outcome of the
course, one student in particular found it disturbing. When asked why, she responded
half jokingly: "Because I have other things to do in my life besides learn English!"

Another reported outcome of the course was that the fear of speaking English diminished.
This had allowed one student, for example, to strike up and maintain a conversation with
51

a Spanish exchange student in the sauna, an event that she felt would never have
happened otherwise.

A particularly significant effect of the course on some students' learning was that they
realized they could indeed learn English, noteworthy in light of the age of the students
and the global misconception that older people can no longer learn languages. This
realization led some of them to make a decision to continue to study the language, as seen
by the following two comments: "I'm going to learn to speak English. Earlier, in the
school, I think I can't do this, but now I do it! Thanks for that." and, "…All of the above
have motivated me to continue studying English. I intend to study even after this course
is over, because I have seen that I am able to learn!"

Equally important was the indication that many students' attitude toward the language
itself was affected by the course. For example, one student wrote: "I have studied English
for ten years and it wasn't until now that I began to like it!" while another reported, "Ever
since school, English has felt really difficult, perhaps partly because I didn't have the
patience to learn the rules and expressions well enough. But after this communication
skills course my attitude toward the language and speaking it has changed a lot-- for the
better."

Reported above is the course syllabus, the structuring of the activities, and the student
response to this course design delivered from September 1999 to February 2000. With
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the intake and analysis of this data, along with the input from the Teaching the Four Skills
course in the summer of 2000, the course design was modified. The next chapter will
present the course as it evolved in the second cycle.
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CHAPTER 4:
SECOND CYCLE
"How do I know what I think until I see what I say?" E. M. Forster

The second cycle of this study took place in November and December 2000. There was
one group of 11 students. As in the first cycle, classes were held on Monday afternoons
for four hours and on Tuesday mornings for an additional four hours, for a total of six
times over three weeks. There was a 20- to 30-minute break halfway through each class.

The main aim in this cycle was to enrich the course by focusing more on reading and
writing, and in particular to use them as a springboard for discussion. Various ways of
providing access for students to these new activities were explored. A further change
implemented in the course was that of working around a theme: aging and the elderly.
This provided a framework upon which to structure activities, and gave a sense of
continuity from lesson to lesson. At the same time, however, I wanted to continue to
work on developing community, increasing student security, and providing my students
with choices.

Since several new activities were being considered for this cycle, it became clear,
because of the time restrictions, that some of the old ones would have to be left out.
Obviously, some choices needed to be made. Though it was not an easy decision, I opted
for the more creative activities at the cost of several useful but perhaps not as creative
activities, namely the interviews and introductions on day 2 of the first cycle and the
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spelling practice on day 4 of the first cycle. I also chose to leave out the group
discussions on the learning statements and the ice-breaking activity, What kind of a
person are you?, both on day 1 of the first cycle, considering them not to be essential to
the overall process. Finally, I substituted a shorter small talk activity for the 3 things
activity which was on day 1 of the first cycle. The revised syllabus can be seen on the
following page.

As in the first cycle, data for the second cycle of this study was gathered during the oral
feedback sessions held at the end of the second and fourth days of the course, and from
the students' written feedback on the last day of the course. This input was then
categorized according to individual activities, and according to more general topics
related to the learning experience, such as overall impression of the course, atmosphere,
and suggestions for improvement.

In this chapter I will follow much the same format as in Ch 3. However, I will only
describe the procedure, purpose, process, and feedback, when available, of the new
activities included in the second cycle. I will also use the same format to report on any
changes made in the old activities.
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SYLLABUS (2ND CYCLE)
Day 1: Introduction
Warm-up activity: "My name is ________, and I always wanted to be…"
Silent line-ups
Ithaca
Timeline visual
Setting personal goals for learning English
Day 2: Warm-up activity (small talk): 3 questions you'd like someone to ask you
Visual of health + definition
The Old Man on Our Block
Introduction to language learning strategies
Oral feedback
Day 3: Warm-up activity: Manipulating language
Bone Black
The elderly in Finland
Day 4: Warm-up activity: Amnesia
Academic reporting: Newspaper/journal articles (group work)
Guidelines for oral presentations in English
Oral feedback
Day 5: Symposium (oral presentations)
Day 6: Symposium (continued)
Debriefing of presentations
Vocabulary review
Closure & Written feedback
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INDIVIDUAL ACTIVITIES AND TASKS
DAY 1:
Silent line-ups
Procedure: Teacher asks students to line up according to height from the shortest to the
tallest as fast as they can, without saying a word. Next, he asks them to line up in the
order of their birthdays, from January to December, again without saying a word. When
they are ready, he asks them to say their birthdays one at a time, down the line. Then he
asks them to silently line up one more time, this time in alphabetical order of their
favorite vacation destination. Again, when they are ready, he asks them to say their
vacation destinations one at a time, down the line.

Purpose & Process: This was, of course, a community building activity. It forced
students to work together from the outset of the course, while the immediacy of the task,
as well as the movement, tended to lower inhibitions and put to rest the notion that
language classrooms needed to be boring. It also carried the message that communication
is more than just words and that in real life situations we need to use our imagination to
get our point across. This was explicitly stated after the activity. Students seemed to
enjoy this playful activity, and used facial expressions, improvised signing, and mime to
make themselves understood.

Ithaca
Procedure: In the circle, teacher reads the whole poem aloud as students read silently
from their handout. He then asks them to take a few minutes to freewrite: what they think
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the poem means, any feelings it might have brought up, and what significance it might
have for the course. Teacher stresses the fact that he is not going to collect this writing,
that it is simply a chance for them to explore their feelings and ideas. When students are
finished writing, he asks them to turn to the person next to them and to take turns sharing
their thoughts on the poem. Finally, teacher invites students to share in the circle with the
whole group one thought that came to them as they listened to, read, wrote about, or
discussed the poem. Teacher might share his own thoughts at the end.

Purpose & Process: The purpose of having the students write was to provide them with
an opportunity to process their thoughts before they started discussing the poem, thereby
giving them a voice. Sharing first with a partner addressed the issue of student security,
and possibly helped students to take their thoughts further before sharing with the whole
group. Finally, sharing in the circle helped develop community by demonstrating the
variety of viewpoints within the group.

Students were quite active as they wrote and then discussed with a partner. Everyone
seemed to have something to say. In addition, as we went around the circle, most
students contributed a thought or asked a question. Unfortunately, I had not considered
providing the students with access to this poem, probably because I am of Greek
background and therefore quite familiar with the imagery from Homer's Odyssey. I will
discuss this further in the following chapter.

58

DAY 2:
Warm-up activity (small talk): 3 questions you'd like someone to ask you
Procedure: Teacher gives students two or three minutes to write down on a piece of paper
three questions they would like someone to ask them. These questions should refer to
things they like talking about. To get them started, teacher gives three examples of his
own: What do you like most about Greece? What are your daughters like? What did you
learn at SIT? When they are ready, students exchange papers with their neighbor and ask
each other the questions.

Purpose & Process: The purpose of this activity was to provide students with the
opportunity to discuss topics they enjoyed speaking about. It generally produced lively
conversations, and it led nicely into the lecturette about small talk: "Small talk is about
finding those three questions a person would like to be asked." It also took less time than
the small talk activity of the first cycle, which was the main reason why I chose to include
it. It was actually a very safe exercise, because students chose the questions they would
be asked themselves, so no one was asked anything they would rather not discuss.

Feedback: In her written feedback, one student said that she enjoyed this activity because
it gave her the possibility to talk about subjects that were close to her and therefore easy
to talk about. It helped her to ease her way into speaking English.

The Old Man on Our Block
Procedure: This activity introduces the theme of aging and the elderly. The text is a
children's picture book of the same name, depicting a day in the life of an elderly man
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who is befriended by neighborhood children. (see Appendix E) To provide access to the
activity, teacher writes the word "aging" on the board and circles it. Students are invited
to contribute any words or phrases that they associate with aging and the elderly, while
teacher adds them to the mind map on the board. Students are given a few minutes to
copy the words and phrases into their notebooks. Then, teacher tells students that he is
going to show them a picture book, and that they should look at the pictures carefully.
With music playing in the background, teacher shows the picture book to the students,
page by page, as he slowly walks back and forth in the open circle. Students are then
instructed to write a story about the old man in the picture book. When they are finished
writing, teacher asks them to read their story to their neighbor. Finally, in the circle,
students have an opportunity to share a thought about the old man or about their story.

Purpose & Process: This activity provided students with the opportunity to write
creatively in response to a rather poignant story that was given in picture form. Writing
gave students the time to create their story in their mind, which they could later speak
about. The mind map at the beginning activated students' schemata of aging and the
elderly, simultaneously calling to mind vocabulary and adding new vocabulary items.
Mind mapping as a whole class was a rich activity because it was done collectively rather
than individually, bringing in many different thoughts and perspectives while gathering a
wide range of vocabulary. It was a very effective way of demonstrating to students that
they could indeed learn much from each other, which helped develop community.

Most students seemed very interested as they looked at the pictures. Their faces
expressed delight, understanding, and surprise. One or two students, however, did not
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seem to register any emotion. All students started to write as soon as they were given the
opportunity, and they seemed engaged as they shared or read their stories to each other. It
was interesting to note that students noticed different details in the pictures, and their
stories consequently evolved in different directions based on their unique observations.

Feedback: I was surprised that the feedback on this activity was so meager in light of the
way the students seemed to engage in it. Only 3 out of the 11 students commented in
their written feedback. Two of them expressed that it was good to practice writing, while
the third felt that this activity helped her to express herself and to be creative.

DAY 3:
Bone Black
This activity, which uses Chapter 22 of Bone Black, a book by bell hooks, was modeled
on a similar activity used by Dr. Claire Stanley in the Integrating the Four Skills course at
SIT. This particular chapter describes a crippled old man and the author's relationship to
him. Though it is written from a child's perspective, it uses rich, descriptive language. It
is a short, sensitively written, and quite poignant text. (see Appendix F)

Procedure: The activity has the following steps:
•

Teacher starts with a word splash, choosing approximately ten words from the text
that he thinks might be unknown or ambiguous. Students are invited to give
definitions for the words or to test their guesses. Teacher confirms correct answers
and gives the meanings of those words which students do not know.
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•

Teacher tells the students that he is going to read them a text, and that they should
listen carefully because he is going to ask them to do something with it afterwards.
Teacher reads the text clearly and with expression.

•

Students brainstorm in pairs for key words/phrases from the text that they remember
and write them into their notebooks.

•

Each pair of students reads out the words/phrases on their list.

•

Teacher rereads text to students. Students listen and write down key words and
phrases that they had not caught the first time around.

•

In the circle, each student shares a word or phrase from the text that made an
impression on her/him.

•

Teacher gives each student a copy of the text. Students read text silently, highlighting
or underlining words and phrases they had not heard or understood during the
readings.

•

Students are now ready to write. They can choose either to do a double-entry journal,
exploring their questions about or thoughts on the text, or they can describe what they
thought of or felt as they listened to and read the text.

•

Students take turns sharing what they wrote with a partner. Students discuss their
questions and thoughts on the text.

•

In the circle, each student has an opportunity to share an insight or question she/he has
about the text. Questions are discussed by the whole group. Teacher might also ask
questions to help the group go deeper.
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Purpose & Process: This activity offered students the opportunity to practice listening,
speaking, reading and writing skills. Before starting, I briefly walked the students
through a simplified version of the steps in the activity, which were written on the board,
to provide a framework for what we would be doing. By starting with a word splash,
vocabulary and phrases which might have prevented students from understanding the text,
or at least made it more difficult for them, were clarified. The multiple readings of the
text, twice by the teacher and at least once by the students, as well as the reading out loud
of the students' lists of words and phrases, reinforced vocabulary and allowed a gradual
learning process to take place. By sharing thoughts, impressions, and questions in the
circle at two different points in the process, students were able to gain a richer
understanding of the text and an appreciation of each other's contributions. Furthermore,
giving students a choice in the writing assignment allowed them to explore what they
were personally interested in. Finally, including individual work, pair work, and whole
group work added still more variety, and met the learning needs of both those students
who enjoyed working in groups as well as those who preferred to work alone.

While students were attentive and engaged throughout the activity, they seemed to have
difficulty connecting to the text. They were slow asking questions during the word
splash, and the text analysis at the end was rather sluggish. This might have been due to
various reasons. First, it might have been cultural: Finnish students rarely ask questions
in class. Second, I might have needed to provide more scaffolding for the students to
better access the text. This seems to have been the case for at least one student whose
English was quite strong, as indicated by her oral feedback after the activity. It might
also have been due to the text itself: perhaps the students had never had a close
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relationship with a physically handicapped person, making it hard for them to relate to the
old man in the story. Another possible reason was that many of them had language skills
which were at a lower level than is usual for students in these courses. Most likely, it was
a combination of these, as well as other factors.

Feedback: The oral feedback immediately following the activity was quite positive.
Students commented that they had enjoyed the activity and that they liked the technique.
One student remarked that it had helped her remember expressions and phrases. She
went on to say that even though the text did not focus on professional language she felt it
was good because it enriched her general language. Another said that it was a good idea
to practice listening skills.

Out of the 11 students in the group, 4 commented on this activity in the written feedback
at the end of the course. One simply said that she found it interesting to listen to the
story, while another wrote that it was interesting as an exercise because of the variety of
elements it included. Another wrote that she felt she had learned when she discussed the
text with her partner, and that she remembered much more after hearing the story the
second time around. Finally, the fourth student wrote: "Through this activity I got a
chance to analyze English text myself. When there aren't right or wrong answers it gives
space for your own thoughts. It was also very interesting to hear others' thoughts, and to
discuss our opinions. Sometimes it's hard to be creative in foreign languages. I think this
activity, as well as The Old Man on Our Block and the timeline visual, helped me to
express my thoughts and feelings about something that is not so concrete."
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The elderly in Finland
Procedure: Students now turn their thoughts to the elderly in Finland. In groups of three,
they are asked to consider the following questions:
•

What sort of activities do elderly people in Finland engage in?

•

What kind of housing/living arrangements do elderly people in Finland have?

•

What health problems are most prevalent amongst the elderly in Finland?

•

What health care services are provided for the elderly in Finland?

•

What social problems are most common amongst the elderly in Finland?

•

What is the status of the elderly in Finland, i.e. how are they looked upon by those
who are younger than they are?

•

How much contact do elderly people in Finland have with their families? With their
extended families?

An attempt is made to include in each group either a gerontology student or a student of
another area of health care who has been working with elderly people. Each group is
assigned two or three questions. Students should first discuss the questions and then
create a poster on newsprint, which they tape to the wall. When all groups are ready,
each group has a turn to briefly present the answers to their questions to the rest of the
class. These are further discussed before moving on to the next poster.

Purpose & Process: This activity allowed students to explore and articulate the Finnish
reality as concerns the elderly. As professionals in various areas of health care and health
promotion, they are very likely to be called upon to do this in the future. In the process
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they activated professional vocabulary and practiced speaking in an informal and semiformal register on professional issues. And, though the emphasis was clearly on speaking
and listening, writing and reading were also practiced. Indeed, by creating a poster,
students were in fact producing a text to which they were committed and in which they
could invest.

Feedback: Only 3 out of 11 students commented on this activity in their written feedback.
Their comments, however, were interesting and very diverse. One physiotherapy student
considered this activity to be personally challenging because, not having worked with
elderly patients and not being particularly interested in geriatric physiotherapy, she did
not have a clear professional picture of their situation in Finland. So, although she
initially lacked motivation to fully engage in the activity, she found that as a result of it
she learned a lot about the status of old people in Finland and became more equipped to
speak about them as a patient group. The second student wrote that she became more
aware of group dynamics through this activity. Even though she felt she knew a lot about
the topic, she experienced difficulty expressing her views in English. However, while she
was unable to react quickly enough in the discussion situation, she was able to pick up
new expressions and vocabulary from the other members in her group. She also noted
that when she had more time to think and plan what she was going to say, such as in the
academic reporting on newspaper and journal articles, it was easier for her to express her
opinions. The third student noticed that it was much easier and more natural for her to
speak English when she was involved in "doing some task" such as producing a poster in
a small group or with a partner. Through this and other activities of this sort she felt she
had learned to better communicate in English.
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DAY 4:
Guidelines for Oral Presentations in English
Procedure: Teacher's feedback on the previous task, the group presentations of the
newspaper and journal articles, leads nicely into this session. Teacher walks students
through a handout on how to give oral presentations in English, and elaborates on
additional points to be followed during preparation and delivery of the oral presentation
in order to ensure success. Particular emphasis is placed on the differences between oral
presentations in Anglo-American and Finnish academic cultures.

Purpose & Process: This input came just before students started preparing for their oral
presentations, which would take place the following week. The purpose of having it at
this point in the course rather than during the introduction to the course on day 1, as in the
first cycle, was so that it would be fresh in the students' minds and thereby more
accessible as they worked on their presentations. In this cycle there was greater emphasis
on academic presentations because it seemed that students needed more practice in this
skill. The group presentations included in the visual of health, the elderly in Finland
activity, and the academic reporting activity gradually worked up to the individual
professional presentations at the end of the course. There were thus multiple
opportunities to give general feedback on presentation skills and to call attention to both
strong and weak areas in the students' group presentations before they reached the point
of preparing their individual presentations.

Feedback: The timing of this particular session seemed to be good, as in their written
feedback many students expressed appreciation for the input and commented on the
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positive effect it had on their presentations. They felt that by using the guidelines their
presentations gained structure and clarity, which made them easier to listen to. They also
felt that the guidelines were clear and instructive, and that they would be useful in similar
situations in the future, one student in particular commenting that she foresaw using them
in the future in Finnish presentations as well.

OTHER STUDENT FEEDBACK:
Goal setting
According to their written feedback at the end of the course, 6 out of the 11 students in
this cycle of the study found the setting of personal goals for learning English to be
particularly valuable. This was somewhat surprising because none of them had expressed
this during the course, and they did not seem to be particularly interested in the task from
my perspective as the teacher. However, their feedback indicated that by having to set
goals they were challenged to honestly and critically assess their skills and to identify
their strong areas and weak areas. As one student wrote: "It concretized our own level at
this moment." Based on that information, they needed to consider which goals they could
set for themselves at that point in their language learning. One student wrote that having
to set goals led to a "concrete clearing up for myself where am I going and what do I need
to do to get there." Finally, setting goals "makes thoughts more precise and helps to find
ways to make them happen" or, more simply, "Writing goals down in a very concrete
form makes them easier to reach."
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The course in general and suggestions for improvement
While many of the same observations were made by the students in this cycle as by those
in the first cycle, these students seemed to focus more on the methods used in teaching
and on the variety of methods and activities, all of which were seen as being very
positive. This focus might have been due to the fact that many of them were
physiotherapists who were studying to become physiotherapy teachers. In fact, several of
them explicitly said that they might use these methods in their own teaching in the future.
The methods were described as "good, different, interesting, and refreshing." Only two
students commented on the writing directly, saying that it was good to write and not only
speak. Several students commented on the effectiveness of working in pairs and in small
groups, while one went on to say that pair work and group work was successful even
though they were on different levels linguistically. One student would have wanted some
vocabulary provided to facilitate the tasks, and would have hoped for more input from the
teacher, while another, though positive about the course in general, wondered whether
perhaps the emphasis should be placed more on their field of study.

A WORD FROM THE TEACHER:
This group was difficult to work with for several reasons. Only a few of the students
seemed to be genuinely interested in the activities, and many students often lapsed into
Finnish. Group discussions were often slow because the majority of students were silent,
despite the fact that they had had the opportunity to explore their thoughts through
writing. A contributing factor to this behavior might have been the fact that the course
was taught during kaamos or the polar night, the darkest time of the year which in certain
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individuals is known to cause varying degrees of lethargy, listlessness, and depression.
Whatever the reason, perhaps in the future I would need to keep in mind the possibility
that learning is taking place silently, without my being aware of it. In her feedback, one
quiet student referred to this when she wrote: "It isn't very natural for me to comment on
things in a general discussion. Maybe it's a question of personality. I rarely do it in
other courses, even though they would be in Finnish. All the same, the thought process is
in motion and it is interesting to hear others' opinions, because I feel I am learning also
through them… at least listening." while another affirmed: "All the exercises in the course
helped me step by step to go further, made me dare to speak…"
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CHAPTER 5:
CONCLUSIONS & DISCUSSION

The present study describes an action research process in two cycles during which
attempts were made to increase students' positive affect by developing community,
increasing student security, and providing choice, which was expected to facilitate and
enhance the students' learning. In addition, by providing access for students to tasks and
activities, and by integrating carefully chosen reading and writing tasks into the syllabus,
the amount and quality of students' language production was expected to increase and
improve.

The findings of the study support the view that by addressing the above factors teachers
can indeed contribute to students' positive affect. This in turn enables students to learn
and to enjoy the learning process, which is also an important factor in language learning
in particular. The study also indicates that an approach such as this to language
instruction is valid in a Finnish university setting.

Community was developed by changing student seating, by having oral feedback sessions
in which the teacher acted as a counselor, and by structuring classroom tasks and
activities in such a way that they would involve cooperation and mutual interdependence,
which are an integral part of communication in general.
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Security was increased by providing structure to the students' learning space, which was
accomplished by listing the activities of the day on the board, by giving clear oral and
written instructions, and by practicing neat transitions between activities. Manageable
tasks which could be performed at different levels of proficiency allowed students to
experience success, as did the provision of access to communicative activities through
pre-reading/writing/listening/and speaking activities. The teacher's expressing of genuine
interest in the students and their learning, as well as his taking on the role of a counselor
during the oral feedback sessions also served to increase student security. In addition,
music was used at the beginning of class and during certain activities to create a light and
positive atmosphere that helped to further lower student anxiety.

Choice was addressed by structuring tasks in such a way as to provide students with
appropriate choices that would maintain or increase their security. When students felt
secure in their learning they were more willing to make choices and to take risks. Indeed,
being allowed to make decisions about your learning and about what you want to
communicate is an important prerequisite for continuous language learning.

Reading and writing tasks were used as springboards for discussion, and provided unique
opportunities for students to connect to the language in deeper and more profound ways.
Using literary texts, as well as scientific texts from the students' field of study, added
variety to the course. This is often seen to increase student interest and motivation, as
was indicated by the feedback received from a group of physical education students who
were not part of this study. When asked to comment on an activity similar to the Bone
Black activity used in the present study, the students unanimously agreed that having a
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literary text from outside their own field of study was a refreshing change that broadened
their use of English. In addition, by writing in response to a text, students had the
opportunity to explore their thoughts, questions, and feelings. This can lead to more
meaningful discussion, which of course also increases students' positive affect, and is
more creative and rewarding than some other forms of communicative practice. What is
naturally important in this kind of an approach is that the students find the text to be
relevant, appropriate, and interesting, as was indicated above.

As was suggested earlier, providing access to activities serves to increase students'
security and allows them to experience success. It also enables them to go deeper into the
meaning of the activity and further in the use of language. My failure to provide access to
the Ithaca activity (Ch 4, pp. 57-58), for example, made it considerably more difficult for
the students to engage with the meaning of the poem. I could have done a word splash,
including specialized words from the poem such as Ithaca, Laistrygonians, Cyclops,
Poseidon, Phoenician, mother of pearl, coral, amber, ebony, and words such as encounter
and destiny. I could also have had a map of Greece on the wall to show that Ithaca is an
Ionian island off the western coast of Greece. In this way, students would not have had to
deal with all this unknown while trying to get to the meaning and practical application of
the poem. Likewise, in the Bone Black activity I could have provided further scaffolding
for the students to be able to access the text, by outlining the physical setting of the text
and a few of the socio-cultural issues involved.

Finally, student feedback from the second cycle of the study supports the view that it is
important for adult language learners in particular to set personal goals in their language
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learning. By incorporating goal setting into the course requirements, students are forced
to stop and think about where they want to go with the language and how they are going
to get there. Having concrete goals and strategies in mind makes it more likely that
progress will take place. Also, raising student awareness about what is involved in
language learning and helping students to have realistic goals makes it easier for the
teacher to explain and justify the kinds of activities used during instruction.

Thinking ahead to developing the course in the future, I would like to further explore the
use of reading and writing to promote and enhance oral communication skills. For
example, students could keep a reading journal during the duration of the course, write a
short response paper to a reading, or freewrite in class on a topic such as "The status of
the elderly in Finland" before it is discussed in groups. I would also like to give students
more feedback on their writing. In the second cycle of this study, two pieces of student
writing were collected: their story based on The Old Man on Our Block, and their
personal goals statement. In both cases, I commented on their ideas, on the content rather
than on the language, because that was how the task had been framed. However, as a
language teacher I feel that I somehow short-changed the students by not commenting on
their language. In the future, they could perhaps produce a second draft of some piece of
writing, paying particular attention to the language, in which case I would then comment
on the accuracy of their language. Another possibility would be for them to take their
definition from the visual of health activity and use it as an opening sentence of a
paragraph that they would write as homework. This could be framed as a task in
academic writing, and could go through several drafts.
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Another area I would like to explore is the use of the Internet in language learning. This
might take the form of having students search for and evaluate web sites for learning
English, or have them research a specific topic on the Internet and create an info-sheet for
the rest of the class, complete with website references. The goal of these tasks would be
to further develop student autonomy and critical thinking. Also in the area of learner
training, I would like to somehow touch on individual learning styles and strategies.
Though this issue is addressed in several elective courses offered by the Language Center,
due to their busy schedules students of health sciences rarely take extra language courses,
and many students are totally unaware of the research findings in this area. However,
since there are so few contact hours in the Communication Skills course, I would not
want to spend too much class time on this. Students could perhaps read a background
article on the subject and complete a learning style survey as homework. This, as well as
other factors affecting language learning, could be briefly discussed during the following
class in order to build skills in self-managed language learning.

It would be interesting to experiment with other ways of eliciting student feedback.
Though the oral feedback in the circle in general was very successful, there were always
students who chose not to speak, especially in the larger groups. While I understand that
everyone might not always have an opinion, and that some people want to see the whole
before evaluating, by including different types of feedback students would have more
varied opportunities to reflect on their learning. For example, there could be simple,
anonymous feedback such as having students indicate on photocopied slips of paper
which face they identify with, from smiley to frowning, or students could interview each
other in pairs and then write up a short report on what they were told. At the beginning of
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the next class the results of the previous day's feedback could be given, thereby providing
everyone in the group with a sense of how others are experiencing the course. This
would serve to increase community, and would indicate to the students that I truly value
their feedback. It would also indicate that reflecting on your learning experience is an
important phase of learning.

It also seems that it would be a good idea to have a warm-up exercise even on the days of
the symposium, which, up until now, I have considered to be too formal a situation for
that to be appropriate. Judging from the student feedback, however, it would be both
appropriate and helpful. During the oral presentations themselves, students could be
given a specific task in order to help them stay focused and active in their listening. For
example, they might practice note-taking skills, or write down interesting facts about the
topic that they had not heard before and then share them with a partner. Other
possibilities would be to focus on new vocabulary, or to focus on the structure of the
presentation.

Finally, in response to student feedback, I feel it would be important to give students
more individual feedback on their language. As was mentioned in Ch 3, certain areas of
pronunciation and expression typically cause problems to Finnish speakers of English.
Since being able to communicate your expertise relatively accurately is an essential
element of professionalism, this should also be given enough attention during language
instruction.
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Action research of this type is useful to a practitioner because it can have an outcome that
is directly applicable in his or her own context and, as such, is a valid form of
professional development. It is particularly relevant because it addresses real questions or
problems that the teacher is facing in the classroom. This focus on classroom reality also
makes it accessible to other practitioners. Therefore, reporting on this type of research is
important because it gives other practitioners models and ideas for their own practice
(Nunan, 1993). In terms of personal experience, the action research I was involved in for
ten months helped me to clarify and concretize my own beliefs and theories about
teaching and learning. In addition, it gave me a fresh look at and deeper understanding
and appreciation of my Finnish university students and their abilities. In both these
senses, it was extremely valuable.
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APPENDIX A

WHAT KIND OF A PERSON ARE YOU?
1. Are you a tea person or a coffee person?

2. Are you a morning person or an evening person?

3. Are you an earth person or a fire person?

4. Are you a mountain person or a valley person?

5. Are you a forest person or a city person?

6. Are you an indoor person or an outdoor person?

7. Are you a garden person or a jungle person?

8. Are you a diary person or a knotted handkerchief person?

9. Are you a straight line person or a loops and curves person?

10. Are you a sight person or a sound person?
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APPENDIX B
ITHACA
When you set out for Ithaca
pray that your road’s a long one,
full of adventure, full of discovery.
Laistrygonians, Cyclops, angry Poseidon—
don’t be scared of them:
you won’t find things like that on your way
as long as your thoughts are exalted,
as long as a rare excitement
stirs your spirit and your body.
Laistrygonians, Cyclops, wild Poseidon—
you won’t encounter them
unless you bring them along inside you,
unless your soul raises them up in front of you.
Pray that your road’s a long one.
May there be many a summer morning when—
full of gratitude, full of joy—
you come into harbors seen for the first time;
may you stop at Phoenician trading centers
and buy fine things:
mother of pearl and coral, amber and ebony,
sensual perfumes of every kind,
as many sensual perfumes as you can;
may you visit numerous Egyptian cities
to fill yourself with learning from the wise.
Keep Ithaca always in mind.
Arriving there is what you’re destined for.
But don’t hurry the journey at all.
Better if it goes on for years
so you’re old by the time you reach the island,
wealthy with all you’ve gained on the way,
not expecting Ithaca to make you rich.
Ithaca gave you the journey.
Without her you wouldn’t have set out.
She hasn’t anything else to give.
And if you find her poor, Ithaca won’t have fooled you.
Wise as you’ll have become, and so experienced,
you’ll have understood by then what an Ithaca means.

Constantine Cavafis
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APPENDIX C

3 THINGS
THREE BOOKS
•

the first book you can remember reading

•

the last book you read

•

a book you will always remember

THREE DISHES
•

your favorite dish

•

a dish you hate

•

the most unusual dish you have ever tried

THREE PLACES
•

your favorite holiday place

•

a place you really want to visit

•

a place you’d like to forget

THREE HOBBIES
•

something you enjoy doing

•

a hobby you’d like to start

•

a hobby you’d never want to start

THREE MOVIES
•

the last movie you saw

•

a movie you really enjoyed

•

a movie you hope to see
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APPENDIX D
XEN403

INTERVIEW

ND/98

PAIR WORK: Interview each other, using the questions below and the sample answers as
a guideline. You should spend about 10 minutes per interview. You will then be
expected to give a short (3 minute) introduction of your partner to the class - so make sure
you take notes!
1. Where are you from?
• I’m from Oulu, in the north of Finland. (NOT: I’m coming from Oulu = Olen
tulossa Oulusta.)
• My hometown is Oulu, but nowadays I live in Tampere.
(N.B. hometown = the place where you grew up, often the place you were born.)
• I’m originally from Oulu, but a few years ago I moved to Vaasa, which is on the
western coast of Finland.
2. What are you studying?
• I’m studying for a master’s degree in health sciences.
• I’m working towards a master’s degree in…at the University of Jyväskylä in
Central Finland.
• I’m majoring in physiotherapy/ gerontology/ health education/ occupational
therapy, and I’m minoring in…
• My major is…/ minor is…
3. What have you studied in the past?
• I have a degree in physiotherapy/ public health nursing/ surgical nursing, etc. from
the Jyväskylä School of Health and Social Care/ Jyväskylä Polytechnic.
• I graduated from…with a degree in…in 1990.
• I have a bachelor’s degree in…
(N.B. The terms school, institute, and college are often used interchangeably. It would
be good to know the current English name of your institution.)
4. What work experience have you had?
• I've worked as a registered nurse at a health center in Jyväskylä.
(N.B. Do not list all the jobs you have had! Mention only those positions that you
feel have been significant.)
5. What is your area of expertise?
• My area of expertise is…
• I've worked mainly with children who have cerebral palsy.
• I'm particularly interested in the treatment of diabetic patients.
6. What are your future professional plans?
• I hope to…/ I plan to…/ My goal is to…
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